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I am a mid-career academic (a health sociologist by trade, with a particular interest in rural 
health) at a small regional university, who has only very recently stumbled into the realm of 
gambling research. Therefore, I am not in a position to propose a grand design for a national 
framework for Australian gambling research, but I can share my early experiences and insights. 
The newcomer or stranger often sees things in sharpest relief. 
My experience personifies the perceptions, problems and barriers so clearly articulated in 
the discussion paper. I initially saw gambling as a relatively minor and harmless industry that 
attracted customers who gambled for entertainment. The few gambling researchers I knew 
were psychologists doing small-scale projects aimed at predicting addictive behaviours or 
measuring the prevalence of problem gambling using the South Oaks Gambling Screen. And I 
believed that problem gambling could largely be explained as an individual pathology, other-
wise why would we have Gamblers Help in Victoria, offering free confidential counselling to 
problem gamblers? Yes … naïve. So, this tells me that gambling researchers face two significant 
problems: first, a perception that gambling is not a significant public issue and does not warrant 
a national research framework; second, that gambling research is seen among academic re-
searchers as a marginal field colonised by psychiatrists and psychologists.  
My experiences in pursuing gambling research funding have been unlike anything I have 
encountered in my 20 year research career: the doors to research funding are bolted shut—but 
fat wallets are left on the table. Let me explain.  
It quickly became apparent that there was minimal funding allocated for gambling research 
in Australia, and, moreover, that the available funding was either “industry money” or allo-
cated to government-commissioned projects addressing tightly controlled, applied research 
questions that pretty well reflect the dominant perceptions of gambling described above. I 
could see no funding for investigator-driven projects, let alone critical inquiry with a sociologi-
cal slant. In attempting to obtain funding for my proposed project on the community-level im-
pact of gambling, I approached no fewer than 18 funding agencies (some of which had funded 
me for other projects) only to be told repeatedly that, “That’s not an issue” or “We don’t fund 
that sort of research” or, of even greater concern, “We couldn’t be seen to be involved in fund-
ing that.” Note that this involved preliminary discussion with key contact people about whether 
the agency would even consider my proposal. And yet, at four of the 18 agencies, the contact 
people offered unsolicited personal stories of how their families had been seriously harmed by 
problem gambling. In the end, I decided to pursue funding through the Australian Research 
Council—Linkages Scheme. I had little trouble finding willing industry partners. The Victorian 
Local Governance Association, for whom gambling is a priority issue, and local councils in 
Victoria (particularly five, who signed up as research partners) swung into action to support the 
grant application. This demonstrated to me that there is a very solid community base compris-
ing local councils, and action and advocacy groups with a vital interest in gambling and its 
McDonald 
 
48 
effects. A national research agenda on gambling must find ways to include the interests and 
priorities of such groups.  
And the fat wallets? After one of my presentations to a group about the proposed Linkages 
application, a senior employee in the gaming industry asked me how much the whole project 
would cost. I told him that, including the ARC contribution, it was in the vicinity of $200,000 
over three years. He said, “Have you approached the industry? I reckon you’d get support for 
it”. Further questioning revealed that the “industry” was in fact the “gaming industry” and that 
funding for the whole project was clearly an option. I was incredulous. I declined the generous 
offer and reiterated that it was important for this project to retain independence. 
So, what do these experiences pursuing research funding tell me about a proposed national 
framework for Australian gambling research?  
First, the amount currently allocated to gambling research is paltry. Mere crumbs from the 
table. It is even more disconcerting if one considers the research funding allocated as a propor-
tion of the total revenue from gambling. A reasonable figure for gambling research might be 
0.5% per year of the $4.8 billion harvested by state and territory governments, plus 0.5% per 
year from the $16.5 billion in net takings of gambling businesses (Productivity Commission, 
2008), yielding a pooled total of around $105 million per year. These levels are modest com-
pared to the overall investment in research and development. For instance, higher education 
research and development in Australia now exceeds $5 billion per year (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2006), and business spending on research and development exceeds $12 billion per 
year, which is 1.15% of GDP (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). Second, it is imperative 
that research funding for gambling is (a) allocated by an independent body which is broadly 
constituted and at arms length from both government and the gaming industry, and/or (b) dec-
larations of interest are made about all forms of direct and indirect funding and support from 
gambling revenue (including channels of support through third parties). Actual and perceived 
conflicts of interest have done much to damage the integrity of research into alcohol and to-
bacco. Medical research, too, has been ensnared, with claims by Richard Smith, former editor 
of the British Medical Journal, that medical journals are an extension of the marketing arm of 
drug companies. And Richard Horton, editor of The Lancet, has admitted that journals are in-
formation-laundering operations for the pharmaceutical industry. The stakes are just as high in 
gambling research. It’s about money and power: the power to decide how much money is 
available, what research questions get asked, which projects get funded, and how the results 
are used (or not). Federal, state and territory governments and the gaming industry hold the 
cards. 
These reflections lead me to conclude that the discussion paper on the new national 
framework on Australian gambling research is both timely and perceptive. Perry Morrison has 
astutely analysed the problems and challenges, and I can certainly relate to the pressures and 
pitfalls of the informal network model.  
However, I contend that the focus on alternative organisational configurations is premature. 
It is a secondary matter. The first-order problem is the political struggle for gambling to be rec-
ognised as a public issue.3 Here I am using the terms personal troubles and public issues as de-
fined by C.W. Mills (1959). If we see the central focus of gambling research as problem 
gambling, and see problem gambling as a “personal trouble”, then we continue to locate both 
the problem and its treatment within a small number of pathological individuals. Gambling 
research will thus continue to be medicalised and marginalised. On the other hand, if gambling 
comes to be seen as a public issue, then we understand personal troubles to be the result of 
                                                 
3 I am not arguing here for gambling to be treated as a public health issue, as others have done (see Korn, Gibbins & 
Azmier, 2003). 
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certain institutional arrangements in society. An issue then becomes “a public matter: some 
value cherished by publics is felt to be threatened” (Mills, 1959, p. 15). And when it is a public 
issue, those in power are forced to address it.  
Gambling research simply will not be funded to the extent that it deserves unless heavy and 
sustained political pressure is brought to bear upon federal, state and territory governments. In 
this respect, gambling researchers must follow the path of researchers, practitioners and activ-
ists in other arenas such as women’s health, rural health and primary health care who have 
struggled—for decades—and who continue to struggle to convince those in power that the is-
sues they present are significant public problems that deserve higher levels of service delivery 
and research. We gambling researchers can learn a lot from these campaigns. We can learn 
about multi-disciplinary coalition-building from the National Rural Health Alliance. We can 
learn about community-based support from the women’s health movement. We can learn how 
years of evidence-building and political lobbying from a wide range of organisations, groups 
and individuals led to the commissioning of the Wills Report (1999), which resulted in funding 
for the Primary Health Care Research, Evaluation and Development Strategy (see 
http://www.phcris.org.au/phcred/). The main components of the strategy have been the estab-
lishment of the Australian Primary Health Care Research Institute, the Research Capacity Build-
ing Initiative (including funding for university departments of rural health), a program of 
training awards and investigator-driven and priority-driven grants, and the establishment of the 
Primary Health Care Research and Information Service. The Strategy was allocated $61 million 
over the last four years. My central point here is to emphasise that this level of resourcing for 
research was only achieved after years of political struggle for rural health and primary health 
to be recognised as public issues.  
Together with advocacy and action groups, researchers have an important role in shaping 
gambling as a public issue. To this end, I agree with Burawoy (2007) that more of our research 
work should be publicly oriented. There are a number within Australia who are leading the 
way, including Charles Livingstone, Jennifer Borrell, and Jamie Doughney.  
In conclusion, we must focus on strategy. Our first challenge is for gambling to be recog-
nised as a public issue. We must not be wholly consumed at this time with debates about the 
possible organisational configurations and governance arrangements of research centres. 
 
Postscript: With two other researchers, I was fortunate to attract ARC funding over three years 
(2009-2011) for a research project titled The impact of the introduction of electronic gaming 
machines on communities: Health and wellbeing consequences. The support of local councils 
(in particular, the Macedon Ranges Shire Council, Hume City Council, Frankston City Council, 
Mitchell Shire Council, and Surf Coast Shire Council) and the leadership shown by the Victo-
rian Local Governance Association has been instrumental to the success of this application. 
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